Antimicrobial prophylaxis in the surgical patient.
The primary prophylactic measure against postoperative infection is antiseptic technique in patient preparation, during surgery, and in postoperative patient care. Antimicrobial prophylaxis against postoperative infection is not indicated for procedures with a low infection rate because the expected benefit of antimicrobial treatment is less than the risk of an adverse medication reaction. Antimicrobial prophylaxis has been demonstrated to be of greater benefit than risk in some procedures with higher infection rates; however, because the problem is complex and the data are limited, extra-polating these findings to the practitioner's setting and the individual patient remains a challenge (Table 1). Although antimicrobial prophylaxis for bacterial endocarditis is not effective for most patients, the seriousness of the potential infection has driven the creation of guidelines recommending prophylaxis for at-risk patients undergoing at-risk procedures. Applying these guidelines appropriately could help to reduce unwarranted use of antimicrobials. In the prophylactic use of antimicrobials, as in many medical interventions, the difficulty is balancing the risks of the intervention with the potential benefits. Although we do not have either the randomized, controlled trials or the detailed, patient-specific information to estimate this balance precisely, there are general guidelines to help the clinician choose treatment for most patients.